
Humane Vitae on Responsible Parenthood 

10. Hence conjugal love requires in husband and wife an awareness of their mission of 

"responsible parenthood," which today is rightly much insisted upon, and which also must be 

exactly understood. Consequently it is to be considered under different aspects which are 

legitimate and connected with one another. 

In relation to the biological processes, responsible parenthood means the knowledge and respect 

of their functions; human intellect discovers in the power of giving life biological laws which are 

part of the human person.[9] 

In relation to the tendencies of instinct or passion, responsible parenthood means that necessary 

dominion which reason and will must exercise over them. 

In relation to physical, economic, psychological and social conditions, responsible parenthood is 

exercised, either by the deliberate and generous decision to raise a numerous family, or by the 

decision, made for grave motives and with due respect for the moral law, to avoid for the time 

being, or even for an indeterminate period, a new birth. 

Responsible parenthood also and above all implies a more profound relationship to the objective 

moral order established by God, of which a right conscience is the faithful interpreter. The 

responsible exercise of parenthood implies, therefore, that husband and wife recognize fully their 

own duties towards God, towards themselves, towards the family and towards society, in a 

correct hierarchy of values. 

In the task of transmitting life, therefore, they are not free to proceed completely at will, as if 

they could determine in a wholly autonomous way the honest path to follow; but they must 

conform their activity to the creative intention of God, expressed in the very nature of marriage 

and of its acts, and manifested by the constant teaching of the Church.[10] 

11. These acts, by which husband and wife are united in chaste intimacy, and by means of which 

human life is transmitted, are, as the Council recalled, "noble and worthy,"[11] and they do not 

cease to be lawful if, for causes independent of the will of husband and wife, they are foreseen to 

be infecund, since they always remain ordained towards expressing and consolidating their 

union. In fact, as experience bears witness, not every conjugal act is followed by a new life. God 

has wisely disposed natural laws and rhythms of fecundity which, of themselves, cause a 

separation in the succession of births. Nonetheless the Church, calling men back to the 

observance of the norms of the natural law, as interpreted by their constant doctrine, teaches that 

each and every marriage act (quilibet matrimonii usus) must remain open to the transmission of 

life.[12] 

12. That teaching, often set forth by the magisterium, is founded upon the inseparable 

connection, willed by God and unable to be broken by man on his own initiative, between the 

two meanings of the conjugal act: the unitive meaning and the procreative meaning. Indeed, by 

its intimate structure, the conjugal act, while most closely uniting husband and wife, capacitates 

them for the generation of new lives, according to laws inscribed in the very being of man and of 



woman. By safeguarding both these essential aspects, the unitive and the procreative, the 

conjugal act preserves in its fullness the sense of true mutual love and its ordination towards 

man's most high calling to parenthood. We believe that the men of our day are particularly 

capable of seeing the deeply reasonable and human character of this fundamental principle. 

13. It is in fact justly observed that a conjugal act imposed upon one's partner without regard for 

his or her condition and lawful desires is not a true act of love, and therefore denies an exigency 

of right moral order in the relationships between husband and wife. Likewise, if they consider 

the matter, they must admit that an act of mutual love, which is detrimental to the faculty of 

propagating life, which God the Creator of all, has implanted in it according to special laws, is in 

contradiction to both the divine plan, according to whose norm matrimony has been instituted, 

and the will of the Author of human life. To use this divine gift destroying, even if only partially, 

its meaning and its purpose is to contradict the nature both of man and of woman and of their 

most intimate relationship, and therefore it is to contradict also the plan of God and His will. On 

the other hand, to make use of the gift of conjugal love while respecting the laws of the 

generative process means to acknowledge oneself not to be the arbiter of the sources of human 

life, but rather the minister of the design established by the Creator. In fact, just as man does not 

have unlimited dominion over his body in general, so also, with particular reason, he has no such 

dominion over his generative faculties as such, because of their intrinsic ordination towards 

raising up life, of which God is the principle. "Human life is sacred," Pope John XXIII recalled; 

"from its very inception it reveals the creating hand of God."[13] 

Structured Separateness 

Many portrayals of Jesus clearly expresses the ideology that Mary Grey has called structured 

separateness. (Grey 1993, 67) This ideology, which is pervasive in Western society, is a notion of human 

persons as ‘disengaged individuals’, based on the philosophies of Descartes and Locke (Grey 1993, 68), 

which also sees institutions and relationships ordered on this understanding of individual people. She 

sees a mythological underpinning of this concept in stories of heroes, such as Odysseus, who leave 

home and abandon intimate relationships to go off alone and have adventures. In fact, ‘the more the 

destiny is understood as divinely imposed, the greater the separation involved.’ (Grey 1993, 71) It hardly 

needs stating that Jesus also fits this pattern. 

In this ethic, ‘Renunciation is lauded above appreciation, sacrifice more than participation, sexual 

abstinence rather than responsible enjoyment. Relational commitment as a vital part of spiritual 

journeying has no place.’ (Grey 1993, 72) Celibacy envisioned in this way goes against the grain of 

human nature and the divine call to relationship, expressed with simplicity and clarity in Genesis 2:18, ‘It 

is not good for the human to be alone’, and reiterated more vividly as ‘the two become one flesh’. (Gen 

2:24) In fact, it portrays intimate human relationships - in particular the Sacrament of marriage - as a 

stumbling block to a full relationship with God. It may be easier for an individual to arrive at a greater 

and more real and undivided love of God through marriage, rather than celibacy. What is better for one 

is less good and even oppressive for another. 
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